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Abstract

School dropout and child marriage are interrelated outcomes that have an enormous impact

on adolescent girls. However, the literature reveals gaps in the empirical evidence on the

link between child marriage and the dropout of girls from school. This study identifies the ‘tip-

ping point’ school grades in Nepal when the risk of dropout due to marriage is highest, mea-

sures the effect of child marriage on girls’ school dropout rates, and assesses associated

risk factors. Weighted percentages were calculated to examine the grades at highest risk

and the distribution of reasons for discontinuing school. Using the Nepal Multiple Indicator

Cluster Survey (MICS) 2014 data, we estimated the effect of marriage on school attendance

and dropout among girls aged 15–17 by constructing logistic regression models. A multivari-

ate logistic regression model was used to assess risk factors of school dropout due to child

marriage. It was found that early marriage is the most common reason given for leaving

school. Overall, the risk of school dropout due to marriage heightens after girls complete the

fifth or sixth grade. The risk of girls’ dropping out peaks in the seventh and eighth grades

and remains noteworthy in the ninth and tenth grades. Married girls in Nepal are 10 times

more likely to drop out than their unmarried peers. Little or no education of the household

head, belonging to the Kirat religion, and membership of a traditionally disadvantaged social

class each elevate the risk of school dropout due to early marriage. The findings underscore

the need to delay girl’s marriage so as to reduce girls’ school dropout in Nepal. School-

based programmes aimed at preventing child marriage should target girls from the fifth

grade because they are at increased risk of dropping out, as well as prioritizing girls from dis-

advantaged groups.

Introduction

School dropout and child marriage are interrelated outcomes that have an enormous impact

on adolescent girls, curtailing full realization of their rights, limiting their livelihood options,

and harming their health and wellbeing as well as that of their children. There are also broader
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social implications related to economic development and gender equality. Education is a fun-

damental human right for all children, as enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the

Child (1989), and is seen as an enabling right essential for the fulfilment of other rights thanks

to the empowering impact of education on societies and individuals [1]. As such, education

was prioritized as part of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the subsequent

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). SDG 4 focuses on the right to education for all chil-

dren, expanding the vision beyond equal access, to encompass issues relating to equity and

quality [2].

Nearly 58 million children of primary school age (typically between 6 and 11 years) around

the world were not enrolled in school in 2012 [3]. A disproportionate number of these out-of-

school children of primary school age were girls; 10% of all girls and 8% of all boys were denied

the right to education [4]. In addition, 63 million children of lower-secondary school age (typi-

cally between 12–15 years) were out of school worldwide in 2012 [3]. South Asia has the sec-

ond largest population of primary and lower-secondary school-aged children who are out of

school in the world [4]. While it is estimated that the number of primary-aged children who

are out of school fell by 42 million between 2000 and 2012 globally, the Millennium Develop-

ment Goal of achieving universal primary education by 2015 was not achieved [4]. Sustainable

Development Goal 4 recognizes that this gap must be closed. Goal 4 aims to ensure inclusive

and equitable quality education and promote lifelong opportunities for all [2]. Addressing per-

sistent inequities relating to gender, economic and geographic differences is a key component

of SDG 4. The analysis of statistical trends relating to education and the practice of child mar-

riage linked to socioeconomic disparities will inform work towards these global targets and

highlight potential areas of focus for practitioners and policy makers.

While boys often face economic pressures to drop out of school related to migration and

labour, child marriage is globally considered a major barrier to retaining girls in school. South

Asia has some of the highest rates of child marriage in the world, with more than one third of

all child marriages that occur globally occurring in the region [5]. Nepal, alongside Bangladesh,

Afghanistan, and India, is considered a ‘hot-spot’ country in South Asia, as the practice of

child marriage is pervasive [5].

It is argued that education is a powerful positive predictor of female age at marriage [6–10].

Girls with no education are three times more likely to marry or enter into union before age 18

than those with a secondary or higher education [5]. Schooling defers girls’ age at marriage,

especially if they attend secondary education [11]. Once they are no longer in school, however,

girls are more likely to be viewed as marriageable [12], which leads to a heightened vulnerabil-

ity to early marriage. Further, married girls are drastically less likely to attend school than their

unmarried peers [13]. A study examining data from 27 sub-Saharan African countries found

that each additional year of early marriage reduces the girl’s individual probability of having

some secondary school education by 5.6 percentage points, and it reduces the girl’s individual

probability of completing secondary school by 3.5 percentage points [14]. In Bangladesh, each

additional year of delay in the female age at marriage had the effect of increasing schooling by

0.22 of a year and literacy rate by 5.6 percentage points [15].

However, association does not equate to causation. Although the strength of association is

one of the Bradford Hill criteria used to make an overall judgement about a causal relationship

[16], data drawn from cross-sectional surveys do not indicate causality [7]. Experts continue to

debate the direction of influence. Are girls pulled from school to be married or are they mar-

ried at a young age because they drop out of school or are pulled out of school? The causality

between child marriage and girls’ school dropout may go both ways. Child marriage deprives

girls of educational opportunities. However, supply side issues such as poor access to school,

low quality of educational provision, and poor skilled employment prospects, as well as
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demand side challenges such as concerns over safety and security or the need for unpaid

household labour may be important contributing factors to child marriage. Girls may therefore

discontinue their education due to a range of factors and then, as they are unable to complete

their education, enter into marriage.

Decisions on these life events are complex, multifaceted, and most often private family deci-

sions. As Nguyen [14] argues in the African context, the educational prospects of a girl are

likely to contribute to the decisions made by her (or her parents) regarding whether to stay in

school or get married, which means that decisions about the timing of leaving school and early

marriage are often made concomitantly. This makes it technically difficult to elucidate the

causal order of girl’s early marriage and school dropout. Although the link between child mar-

riage and school dropout of girls deserves greater attention, there is little empirical evidence

available on this issue. What is largely unknown is the grade or age at which the risk of school

dropout due to marriage escalates as well as the factors that exacerbate that risk. Therefore,

while education is believed to be ‘the single most powerful antidote to early marriage’ [7],

more research is needed to better understand how policies and interventions can better target

those girls at risk of dropping out of school or marrying early. This study is intended to con-

tribute to the literature by measuring the effect of child marriage on girls’ school attendance

and dropout as well as identifying risk factors associated with school dropout due to child

marriage.

This paper assesses the effect of child marriage on school dropout among Nepali girls. The

four important questions that this study sought to answer are as follows: (i) How common is

school dropout due to marriage among girls? (ii) What is the ‘tipping point’ grade at which the

risk of leaving school due to marriage escalates? (iii) How much more likely (or less likely) is

school attendance and school dropout among married girls compared to their unmarried

peers? (iv) Who is more likely to leave school due to marriage?

Materials and methods

Data

Data used in this study were extracted from the Nepal Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey

(MICS) 2014 [17]. The cross-sectional survey is one of the largest household surveys con-

ducted in Nepal, and it was designed to provide up-to-date data for monitoring the situation

of children and women. In the survey, a nationally representative sample was obtained through

use of a two-stage, stratified random sample design. In the first stage, urban and rural areas

within each region were identified as the main sampling strata. Within each stratum, a specific

number of census enumeration areas were selected based on probability proportional to size

with oversampling of urban areas. In the second phase, a household listing was carried out

within the selected enumeration areas, and then a systematic sample of 25 households was

drawn in each sample enumeration area. These procedures resulted in a sample of 14,162

women of reproductive age (15–49 years) and a response rate of 95%.

To address our multiple research questions, we used two subsamples of the MICS data for

analyses. First, analysis of the prevalence of school dropout due to child marriage and analysis

of the grade of school in which girls are at the highest risk of leaving due to marriage were both

limited to women aged 20–24. We chose this age range because women are either no longer

enrolled or have completed secondary school by age 20. Second, to examine the effect of child

marriage on school attendance and school dropout, as well as to assess risk factors associated

with school dropout due to marriage, we restricted analyses to girls aged 15–17. Focus on

older adolescents is appropriate, as the large majority of those married as minors in Nepal are

in this age range. Furthermore, the MICS data do not include respondents below the age of 15.
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Measures

This study began by looking at the reason for discontinuing education using descriptive statis-

tics. The reason for school dropout was a categorical variable which was assessed by the ques-

tion, ‘What was the main reason you did not continue your studies further?’ The possible

reasons provided in the questionnaire were ‘economic reasons’, ‘parents did not allow’, ‘got

married’, ‘school facility far away’, ‘need to do household work’, ‘did not like to study’, ‘physi-

cal disability’, and ‘other’. We also analysed the highest grade completed by women who left

school due to child marriage. The highest grade was treated as an interval variable in the

analysis.

We examined three dependent variables of interest, using regression analyses. Firstly, the

school attendance variable dichotomized whether girls were attending school or not when the

survey was conducted. This variable was coded as ‘1’ if a girl was attending school, ‘0’ other-

wise. Second, the school dropout variable also dichotomized whether girls withdrew from

school before completing secondary education (the twelfth grade, or approximately 17 years

old, in the context of Nepal). This variable was coded as ‘1’ if a girl was out of school, ‘0’ other-

wise. Grade repetition was not taken into account in the variable. These two variables were

assessed using the question, ‘Are you currently enrolled in any school?’

Another dependent variable differentiated between unmarried girls attending school and

married girls who left school due to marriage. Married girls who left school and reported mar-

riage as the main reason for leaving school were coded as ‘1’, and girls who were unmarried

and attending school at the time of the survey were coded as ‘0’. Girls who left school for other

reasons were dropped from this variable.

Child marriage was used as the independent variable in regression analyses on school par-

ticipation and school dropout. A dichotomous variable was made for the variable based on

reported age at first marriage. In this study, a girl was considered married if she was formally

married or informally in union before the age of 18.

The covariate variables used in the multivariate logistic regression models were demo-

graphic and socioeconomic characteristics which were assessed by questions within the MICS

questionnaire. The covariate variables include:

• age

• place of residence (urban vs. rural)

• household wealth status

• religion

• social class

• the level of education of the household head.

A relative index of household wealth, which represents economic status, was calculated

based on a standard set of interviewer-observed assets, including the ownership of consumer

items and dwelling characteristics. Household wealth status was determined by a wealth score

given to each household in the total sample based on the assets owned by that household;

women were then divided into poor (lower 40%) and non-poor (upper 60%). Religion was

classed as Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, Kirat, Christian, and others. Social class as defined by

caste was dichotomised as Dalit or non-Dalit based on ethnicity data. The education level of

the household head was classed according to the highest level of education attended ranging

from no education to primary education, and secondary or higher education.
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Data analysis

Data analyses in this study comprise descriptive analyses and logistic regression analyses.

Weighted percentages were calculated to examine the distribution of the reasons for leaving

school, and the highest grade of school dropout due to child marriage. Similarly, weighted per-

centages were calculated to compare demographic and socioeconomic characteristics among

married and unmarried girls. Pearson’s chi-squared test was used for categorical variables to

determine whether differences in demographic and socioeconomic characteristics were statis-

tically significant between married and unmarried girls. Student’s t-test was used for continu-

ous variables for the same purpose. We considered a two-tailed p-value of< 0.05 to be

statistically significant.

The likelihood of school attendance and school dropout for married girls was assessed by

constructing logistic regression models and estimating unadjusted odds ratios for the depen-

dent variables of school participation and school dropout. We regressed each dependent vari-

able against child marriage. Further, adjusted odds ratios were estimated after controlling for

demographic and socioeconomic characteristics (age, place of residence, household wealth sta-

tus, religion, social class, and education of the household head). Prior to calculating adjusted

odds ratios, Pearson’s correlation coefficients were run to test possible collinearity among

these covariates.

By constructing a multivariate logistic regression model, the likelihood of unmarried girls

attending school or married girls having left school due to child marriage was assessed to iden-

tify the predictor of school dropout due to child marriage. We regressed the girl’s status against

age, place of residence, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of the

household head, which were treated as independent variables in this model.

All the data were weighted to account for the complex sample design, such as stratified sam-

pling and probabilities of unequal sample selection between regions. Using the national wom-

en’s weighting for the entire MICS allows for analyses that produce nationally representative

estimates. All statistical analyses for this study were conducted using Stata 13 (StataCorp LP,

College Station, TX).

Ethics statement

The Nepal MICS procedures were reviewed and approved by the Nepal Central Bureau of Sta-

tistics and UNICEF. Because this study involves secondary data analyses of a publicly available

dataset which does not reveal the identity of the respondents, ethical approval from respective

institutions was not required.

Results

The prevalence of leaving school due to child marriage

Table 1 shows that among girls aged 20–24, marriage was cited as the leading reason for dis-

continuing school in 40% of cases.

Risk of leaving school due to child marriage: The tipping point grades

Table 2 shows the distribution of the highest grade completed by women aged 20–24 who left

school due to child marriage. Median grades of dropout were the seventh and eighth grades,

accounting for 42.8% together. Between 11–14% of women dropped out of school due to mar-

riage after completing the fifth, sixth, ninth or tenth grade.

Effect of child marriage on girls’ school dropout in Nepal
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The likelihood of school attendance and school dropout for married girls

The Nepal MICS data generated a subsample of 1,631 girls aged 15–17. Participants reported a

mean age of 16.0 years (SD = 0.79). Descriptive statistics for the demographic and socioeco-

nomic characteristics of the girls included in this study are presented in Table 3. Most girls

(88.2%) were unmarried. Among those who were married, 31.2% were attending school, and

68.8% were out of school. Among those who were unmarried, 84.9% were attending school,

and 15.1% were out of school. More than 80% of the participants attended secondary school.

The population that was represented was predominantly rural, non-Dalit, and Hindu. Nearly

half of the girls’ household heads had not attended primary school.

There were significant differences in the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics

between girls aged 15–17 who were married and unmarried. Women who were married at a

young age were more likely to have dropped out of school, have no formal education, reside in

a rural setting, live in poverty, or have an uneducated household head, and they tended to be

older adolescents, Dalit, or Muslim.

Table 4 presents the schooling and marital status of girls aged 15–17. The cross-tabulation

shows that 77.0% of the respondents were attending school and unmarried. Nearly one out of

ten girls (8.2%) were married and out of school. A small percentage of girls (3.9%) were mar-

ried but stayed in school.

Table 5 and S1 Table present odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for school

attendance among girls aged 15–17. The logistic regression analysis shows that married girls

Table 2. Highest grade completed among women aged 20–24 citing marriage as the main reason for

dropping out of school (n = 326).

Grade %

1 0.0

2 0.3

3 1.6

4 5.1

5 11.4

6 11.1

7 21.0

8 21.8

9 13.8

10 13.8

Data are given in weighted percentages.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t002

Table 1. Reasons for school dropout among women aged 20–24 (n = 1092).

Reason %

Got married 39.8

Did not like to study 21.7

Economic reasons 15.3

Need to do household work 14.9

Parents did not allow 5.7

School facility far away 2.0

Physical disability 0.7

Data are given in weighted percentages.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t001
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Table 3. Child marriage prevalence as it correlates with demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of girls aged 15–17 in Nepal.

Participants

(n = 1,631)

Married (n = 202) Unmarried

(n = 1,429)

P-value for difference in covariates by marital status

Married

Yes 202 (11.8%) - - - -

No 1,429 (88.2%) - - - -

Schooling a P < 0.001

In-school 1,093 (78.5%) 53 (31.2%) 1,040 (84.9%)

Out-of-school 258 (21.5%) 111 (68.8%) 147 (15.1%)

Highest level of education P < 0.001

None 73 (5.8%) 23 (15.0%) 50 (4.6%)

Primary 180 (11.0%) 38 (20.2%) 142 (9.8%)

Secondary 1,178 (69.2%) 127 (60.4%) 1,051 (70.4%)

Higher 200 (14.0%) 14 (4.3%) 186 (15.2%)

Current age P < 0.001

15 520 (30.9%) 22 (13.9%) 498 (33.2%)

16 613 (39.0%) 68 (32.9%) 545 (39.8%)

17 498 (30.2%) 112 (53.2%) 386 (27.1%)

Place of residence P = 0.004

Urban 307 (14.2%) 30 (7.7%) 277 (15.1%)

Rural 1,324 (85.8%) 172 (92.3%) 1,152 (84.9%)

Ecological zone P = 0.806

Mountain 449 (7.0%) 53 (6.2%) 396 (7.2%)

Hill 606 (42.6%) 84 (43.9%) 522 (42.5%)

Terai 576 (50.3%) 65 (50.0%) 511 (50.4%)

Household wealth status P = 0.072

Poor 885 (42.7%) 127 (50.1%) 758 (41.7%)

Non-poor 746 (57.3%) 75 (49.9%) 671 (58.3%)

Religion P = 0.058

Hindu 1,332 (83.7%) 164 (81.1%) 1,168 (84.0%)

Buddhist 155 (7.00%) 12 (4.7%) 143 (7.3%)

Muslim 41 (4.1%) 8 (7.9%) 33 (3.6%)

Kirat 65 (2.8%) 16 (4.9%) 49 (2.5%)

Christian 34 (2.3%) 2 (1.4%) 32 (2.4%)

Others 4 (0.2%) 0 (0%) 4 (0.2%)

Social class b P < 0.001

Non-Dalit 1,437 (88.5%) 157 (76.9%) 1,280 (90.1%)

Dalit 192 (11.5%) 45 (23.1%) 147 (10.0%)

Education of household head c P < 0.001

None 738 (45.1%) 113 (60.3%) 625 (43.0%)

Primary 341 (21.5%) 51 (24.5%) 290 (21.1%)

Secondary or higher 545 (33.3%) 38 (15.2%) 507 (35.8%)

Data are n (weighted %).

Absolute number of participants does not perfectly correspond to percentages presented because weighted analyses were used.
a n = 1,351
b n = 1,629
c n = 1,624

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t003
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were significantly less likely to attend school (OR 0.08; 95% CI 0.05–0.13) compared to their

unmarried peers. The effect remained significant (adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 0.10; 95% CI

0.06–0.17) after adjusting for demographic and socioeconomic variables (age, place of resi-

dence, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of the household head).

The logistic regression analysis also shows that married girls were significantly more likely

to leave school (OR 12.40; 95% CI 7.54–20.40) compared to their unmarried peers (Table 6

and S2 Table). The effect remained significant (AOR = 10.04; 95% CI 5.84–17.25) after adjust-

ing for the same demographic and socioeconomic variables.

Risk factors associated with school drop-out due to child marriage

Multivariate logistic regression analysis for the status of girls aged 15–17 (unmarried and

attending school vs. having left school due to marriage) reveals that the age of girls, the level of

education of the household head, and religion were the main contributing factors to school

dropout due to child marriage (Table 7). As their age increased, girls were more likely to have

dropped out of school due to marriage (AOR = 2.81; 95% CI 1.73–4.56). Girls living in a

household with a household head with no education (AOR = 4.44, 95% CI 1.57–12.56) or who

had only attended primary education (AOR = 4.56, 95% CI 1.65–12.61) were significantly

associated with school dropout due to child marriage, compared to their peers living with a

household head who attended secondary or higher school. Girls who identify as belonging to

the Kirat religion were more likely to drop out of school due to child marriage (AOR = 2.31,

95% CI 1.00–5.34). While not strongly associated, social class as defined by caste was linked

with school dropout due to child marriage at a significance level of 0.08 (AOR 2.24, 95% CI

0.92–5.43). Place of residence and household wealth status were not associated with school

dropout due to early marriage. An unexpectedly low AOR was found for girls from rural areas

or poor households.

Discussion

The current study shows that marriage was the most common reason given for girls’ school

dropout. Overall, the risk of school dropout due to marriage heightens after girls complete the

fifth or sixth grade. The risk of girls dropping out peaks in the seventh and eighth grades and

remains high in the ninth and tenth grades. The analysis also demonstrates that married girls

Table 4. Number and percentage of girls aged 15–17 by schooling status and marital status

(n = 1,351).

Married Unmarried

In school 53 (3.9) 1,040 (77.0)

Out of school 111 (8.2) 147 (10.9)

Data are n (weighted %).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t004

Table 5. Associations between child marriage and school participation.

OR 95% CI Adjusted ORa 95% CI

Married 0.08*** [0.05, 0.13] 0.10*** [0.06, 0.17]

n = 1351 for OR; n = 1344 for adjusted OR. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval
a Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of the household head.

*** Level of significance p < 0.001

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t005
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aged 15–17 in Nepal are 10 times more likely to leave school than are their unmarried peers.

Little or no education of the household head, belonging to the Kirat religion or historically dis-

advantaged social class elevate the risk of school dropout due to child marriage. Girls living in

Table 6. Associations between child marriage and school dropout.

Unadjusted OR 95% CI Adjusted ORa 95% CI

Married 12.40*** [7.54, 20.40] 10.04*** [5.84, 17.25]

n = 1351 for OR; n = 1344 for adjusted OR. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval
a Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of the household head.

*** Level of significance p < 0.001

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t006

Table 7. Influence of socioeconomic factors on the status of girls aged 15–17 (unmarried and attend-

ing school vs. having left school due to child marriage) (n = 1,042).

Variable Adjusted ORs 95% CI

Agea 2.81* [1.73, 4.56]

Place of residenceb

Rural Reference

Urban 1.18 [0.48, 2.92]

Household wealth statusc

Non-poor Reference

Poor 0.95 [0.52, 1.76]

Religiond

Hindu Reference

Buddhist 0.77 [0.14, 4.39]

Muslim - -

Kirat 2.31* [1.00, 5.34]

Christian 0.46 [0.07, 2.97]

Others - -

Social classe

Non-Dalit Reference

Dalit 2.24 [0.92, 5.43]

Education of the household headf

Secondary or higher Reference

Primary 4.56* [1.65, 12.61]

No education 4.44* [1.57, 12.56]

Note. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval
a Analysis adjusted for place of residence, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of

the household head
b Analysis adjusted for age, household wealth status, religion, social class, and education of the household

head
c Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, religion, social class, and education of the household head
d Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, household wealth status, social class, and education of the

household head
e Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, household wealth status, religion, and education of the

household head
f Analysis adjusted for age, place of residence, household wealth status, religion, and social class

* Level of significance p < 0.05

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180176.t007
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a household with a household head who had not attended school or who had only attended

primary school are approximately 4.5 times more likely to leave school due to child marriage,

compared to having a household head who attended secondary school or higher. Girls belong-

ing to the Kirat religion are 2.3 times more likely to drop out of school due to child marriage

than their Hindu peers. Dalit girls are 2.2 times more likely to leave school due to child mar-

riage, compared to their peers belonging to other castes.

The very high percentage (40%) of Nepali women reporting marriage as the main reason

for school dropout is exceptional. The percentage of women aged 20–24 in sub-Saharan Afri-

can countries who reported early marriage as the main reason ranged from 2% in Togo, Benin,

and Côte d’Ivoire to 28% in Chad [18]. Since, in Nepal, marriage is more socially acceptable

than other possible reasons, it may have been more frequently reported as the primary reason

for leaving school, even if other factors are more attributable. Decisions about marriage and

dropout are the result of a complex interplay of various factors. Marriage could be potentially

used as an ex post justification for leaving school rather than being the actual cause. Girls

choosing to cite a positive social status (marriage) rather than less desirable factors (poverty or

lack of academic interest) may have influenced the results. However, this in itself indicates the

social dimensions of the issue of child marriage and the need to address social norms around

marriage and the aspirations of girls.

These findings on the significant effect of child marriage on girls’ education is consistent

with those of earlier studies [13, 15, 18], suggesting that marriage curtails girls’ schooling. The

incompatibility between marriage and schooling is partly attributed to social norms towards

married girls in Nepal. Because of safety and security concerns, especially fear of rape and

abduction, restrictions on married girls’ movements by their husbands and parents-in-law are

common particularly in rural areas where many villages have no secondary school and girls

are forced to travel outside their village [19]. Social pressure to protect the family’s honour

could lead to families keeping married girls at home, which results in absenteeism and then

dropout [20]. Marital status may also reinforce the family perception that they are no longer

children who require formal education or the notion that that the returns on investment in

education are negligible [21]. Despite relatively low costs in the form of fees, books, and trans-

port, as well as fairly good access to schools in much of the country, marriage puts an end to

girls’ education.

The risk of school dropout due to early marriage is exacerbated among girls living in a

household with a household head with little or no formal education, from historically disad-

vantaged social class, and belonging to a certain religion. The finding that the level of educa-

tion of the household head has a significant influence on the probability of school dropout due

to child marriage demonstrates the inter-generational impact of educational attainment. Fur-

thermore, as close to 30% of household heads in Nepal are women [17], retaining girls in

school has the potential to not only curtail child marriage rates in this generation, but in gener-

ations to come. However, this study suggests that poverty is not a factor that further heightens

the risk of school dropout due to child marriage. This finding is contrary to our expectations,

as feeding, clothing and educating daughters is considered an economic burden on poor fami-

lies [20, 22]. Moreover, families are motivated to marry off their daughters at a young age

because dowry requirements often increase with the age of the bride [23, 24]. The finding

implies that conditional cash transfers, which have been found by systematic reviews to have a

positive impact on reducing child marriage in other contexts [12, 25], may not be effective in

reducing child marriage in Nepal.

Evidence generated from this study can aid policy makers and education planners by help-

ing them better understand the magnitude of the effect of child marriage on school attendance,

who is at the highest risk of school dropout due to child marriage, and in which grades they
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face the highest risk of dropping out. The evidence could potentially inform policy making

and advocacy for eliminating child marriage. Nepal has pledged to end child marriage by 2030

[26], but needs to accelerate its progress towards this goal. The findings guide better targeting

of programmes to end child marriage and education programmes aimed at improving school

retention. Formal education programmes need to support girls as they transition between

grades, particularly with a focus on secondary education and those in the fifth to tenth grades.

Since child marriage practices are deeply rooted in gender and social norms in a patriarchal

society, it is also important to work with males relatives (fathers, fathers-in-low and husbands)

of girls at risk of early marriage, as well as male school teachers. Further, non-formal education

programmes need to be scaled up to reach the large proportion of girls who marry and drop

out of school, in order to mitigate the harmful effects that early marriage can have and to halt

the inter-generational impact of school dropout and child marriage.

The present study has several limitations that should be considered. First, the MICS data

are prone to recall and social desirability biases because of their use of self-reported data. Possi-

bly, the illegality of child marriage may have led to systematic under-reporting because of fear

of legal repercussions. If underreporting of child marriage was the case, the study may have

underestimated the effect of child marriage. In Bangladesh, however, a study found widespread

misreporting of age of marriage, with more than half of women reporting their age at first mar-

riage as younger than it actually was [27]. The MICS data collection team attempted to collect

accurate data from interviewed women by ensuring privacy and confidentiality. Female inter-

viewers administered a questionnaire in an attempt to increase the respondents’ comfort level.

Second, the cross-sectional nature of the MICS data does not permit the investigation of

sequential events and causality. Age at the time of leaving school was not gathered in the Nepal

MICS, so it was not possible to establish whether or not school leaving preceded marriage.

Given the strength of the association and the frequency of reporting marriage as the main rea-

son for school dropout, however, it is reasonable to argue that child marriage is a key factor

that leads girls to leave school. Third, the household wealth index was based on assets of the

current household that girls live in. For married girls, household wealth assessed in the survey

did not consider the parental household. The potential inconsistency of economic status may

have introduced an unsystematic bias in the analyses. Similarly, the education data of the

household head was based on the household that married girls were living in at the time of the

survey. Fourth, the analyses of the risk of school attendance and school dropout were limited

to girls aged 15–17, and therefore the findings are not generalizable to other age groups in the

country.

The strength of this study is that it deals with nationally representative data which was gen-

erated by a well-established national survey that used standardized measures and protocols.

On the other hand, using panel data that track girls over time is a more credible way of estab-

lishing sequential events and causality between school dropout and child marriage. While not

addressed in this study, further work to understand the impact of child marriage on boys who

marry early is also needed.

Conclusion

The current study yields solid evidence that child marriage significantly increases girls’ risk

of school dropout in Nepal. Despite the limitations discussed above, the strength of the as-

sociation and the frequency of reporting of marriage as the main reason for school dropout are

remarkable enough to warrant the conclusion that child marriage is a main driver of girls’

dropping out of school in Nepal. This finding underscores the need to delay marriage in

order to reduce gender disparity against females in school retention and the out-of-school
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population in many parts of the country. Reducing the risk of dropout requires strategies that

retain girls in school and facilitate a smooth transition to secondary education. School-based

programmes aimed at preventing child marriage should target girls from the fifth grade

because of their escalated risk, and they need to prioritize girls from disadvantaged groups.
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